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Executive Summary 

This paper looks at the inward investment strategies of the Italian engineering and engineering 

service companies operating in Germany by answering the following main research question: 

“What is the situation of the investments by Italian engineering and engineering service 

companies in Germany and how do they succeed?”. Such perspective is interesting and important 

to analyze since it gives insights on the opportunities and challenges for Italian engineering firms 

in a strong market such as Germany. Since the existing literature on this specific topic is poor, 

the paper aims at providing an attempt to fill such gap. 

The findings of the research show that, overall, it is uncommon for Italian engineering firms to 

invest in Germany because it is difficult for them to achieve success in such a strong market. They 

need the ability to tackle the challenges related to strong incumbents along with cultural and 

bureaucratic issues in order to benefit from top quality know-how and access to a strong customer 

pool. Moreover, Italian engineering firms tend to direct their investments more towards emerging 

countries, where they find higher growth opportunities.  

The general trend of Italian engineering firms found operating in Germany is as follows. They start 

their internationalization path in the German market by entering through the development of 

projects and then performing one major investment in Germany. Some Italian engineering firms 

stop here, deciding not to proceed further in the German market. On the other side, the firms 

resulting successful use this major investment - established or acquired branch - as a strong 

starting point to penetrate further into the German market. These firms continue their expansion 

in Germany by investing continuously and relying on the established German branch in order to 

acquire, over time, increasingly more customers and projects throughout Germany. The success 

cases in fact win by performing continuous investments in their German branch, keeping it 

autonomous and operative through German workforce – thus leveraging on the German skills, 

capabilities and reliability - and relying on their own strong managerial capabilities and cross-

cultural flexibility to integrate the German activities with the business approach of the company 

as a whole. However, not many Italian engineering companies manage to do so. 

This paper is a first try in analyzing the market entry and investment strategies of Italian 

engineering companies in Germany. Further research is needed to understand how the 

phenomenon evolves over time and to track other peculiar characteristics and interesting 

developments of the situation. This also because the database used is still a raw version and 

further updates and processing should be performed. 

 



5.1. NET Engineering International S.p.A. 

NET Engineering International S.p.A. is a privately-held Italian “pure engineering and consulting 

firm” (NET Engineering International 2008, p. 4) located near Padua, in the Veneto Region. The 

company is specialized in engineering services and project management in the fields of 

transportation and infrastructure, environment, water and waste management (ENR, 2009, p.14). 

Until 2006, the company had offices only in Italy, but developed also projects abroad. However, 

from 2007, the company changed its name from NET Engineering to NET Engineering 

International and started an aggressive acquisitions campaign, precisely from Germany (Salerno, 

2009). In fact, in August 2007, NET Engineering International completed the acquisition of the 

German engineering consulting firm Spiekermann GmbH in Düsseldorf (Spiekermann 2014, p.3; 

Salerno 2009). The acquisition of Spiekermann GmbH gave access also to the skills and 

competencies of LRTC GmbH, specialized in railway transportation solutions (Spiekermann 2014, 

p.3). In 2009 also the German engineering firm IMS Ingenieurgesellschaft mbH got eventually 

incorporated into the group (IMS, 2015). 

The expansion strategy of NET Engineering was part of a “forced growth operation” (Norsa, 2009) 

since the company did not perceive many attractive opportunities in Italy at that time (Norsa, 

2009). However, this expansion would have been difficult if not impossible to sustain without the 

entry in the capital structure of NET Engineering International of the insurance group 

Assicurazioni Generali (Salerno, 2008; NET Engineering International 2008, p.4). 

The acquisition of Spiekermann allowed NET Engineering International to access both the 

German market and the projects developed by Spiekermann through its international subsidiaries. 

Through such operations, the company was able to become a “Global Engineering firm” (NET 

Engineering International 2008, p.4), expanding also its skills and know-how (Salerno 2009; NET 

Engineering International, 2007). 

Through the acquisition of IMS GmbH, NET Engineering was able to add to its portfolio of 

competencies also the field of marine and offshore energy solutions. However, due to financial 

difficulties, in 2012 NET Engineering had to sell IMS to the Danish group Ramboll A/S (IMS 2015; 

Ramboll Group, 2012). Therefore, the Italian company lost the competences in offshoring 

technology and is now focusing on transportation, infrastructure and environmental-related 

projects. 

From an interview with the Company CEO, the following information emerged. The German 

market is very relevant for NET Engineering International, since it allowed the firm to expand 

beyond the stagnant Italian market, despite some challenges. 



NET Engineering started investing in Germany at the beginning of the 2000s, since it felt there 

was no attractiveness on the side of the Italian market. Moreover, big international players were 

entering the Italian market at that time and the Company wanted to consolidate its position in 

Europe in order to be able to compete with such giants. Also, by investing in Germany, NET 

Engineering was able to get access to other important markets through its German branches, 

such as Eastern Europe. The Company clearly stated that the access to such markets would have 

been impossible by deciding to operate only from Italy. 

In order to enter the German market, the firm first decided to analyze the German environment 

with the help of consultants and specialists. It then targeted a possible acquisition deal and this 

is how the brownfield investment in Spiekermann GmbH took place. The same happened for the 

other acquisitions. No previous projects were developed in Germany and the Company 

highlighted that they did not attend trade fairs or other events in Germany before acquiring the 

German subsidiaries. 

The acquisition of Spiekermann GmbH came as a solution that NET Engineering proposed to the 

former founders of the German firm. The latter had several difficulties in managing the three 

“studios” between Stuttgart, Düsseldorf and Hamburg, so the Italian Group decided to make an 

offer and acquire the firm as a whole. NET Engineering underlined that the overall German market 

for engineering and engineering services was at that time quite weak. After the acquisition, NET 

Engineering proceeded in restructuring the clients’ network and brand of Spiekermann GmbH, 

while internal integration operations were also taking place. Eventually, Spiekermann GmbH 

became widely renowned for its reliability and credibility, and is now leading projects across 

Germany and Europe. Instead, LRTC GmbH is mostly operating in the Middle East. 

The major success factor of the firm in Germany is linked to the fact that it managed to align the 

vision of the parent group and the one of the branch in order to integrate the know-how stemming 

from the German subsidiaries and the business practices of the overall Group. While the 

companies of the Group operate on independent projects and have separate clients, they 

constantly get in touch in order to share best practices, knowledge and experience stemming from 

the separate projects they develop in different markets. Moreover, the operations of Spiekermann 

are autonomous with respect to the headquarters, and the specialized workforce has been kept 

unchanged. However, the challenges encountered by NET Engineering in Germany were 

consistent: first, the market was a challenge due language and cultural barriers. Then, the merger 

itself, from a managerial and operational point of view, had to be handled with care, in order to 

arrive to the much-needed alignment of vision and missions of the parent firm and the subsidiary. 

Lastly, the investment did not perform as good as expected in the first years: only in the last 



couple of years are these investments showing consistent positive figures. The only severe issues 

faced by the company in Germany were linked to the difficulties of integrating and maintaining the 

investment in IMS mbH. Since it was not feasible anymore to operate in the offshore windmill 

sector, NET Engineering decided to proceed with the divestment, as underlined above. (Interview 

2 in Appendix) 

As the figures have given encouraging signals, NET Engineering has clearly stated that it will 

maintain its investments in Germany and will continue to grow through its subsidiaries. Thus, it 

can be concluded that the expansion of NET Engineering in Germany is continuing over time, 

spreading its investments and presence in the market by managing important projects through its 

owned company Spiekermann. Some examples of recent activities of the company in Germany 

include the extension of the S2 line of the S-Bahn in Munich, the Wehrhahn project in Düsseldorf 

(Spiekermann, 2015), the spillway tunnels in Klingenberg and the upgrade of the high-speed 

railway near Ingolstadt (BCM, 2015). The German subsidiary of NET Engineering generated € 14 

Mio. turnover in the last two years (Orbis, 2015). 
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